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Abstract 
In the following article we substantiate the importance of the inner dialogue approach to the phenomenon of self-
deception not only from the viewpoint of understanding its mechanisms and nature but also in regard to its 
diagnostics and correction.  The idea, according to which  self-deception is a process of dialogical interaction 
between the voices of deception and truth about oneself,  makes it possible to  retrace the course of its forming 
from the extended confrontation of these positions to the stage when the second voice becomes reduced and 
contracted.  An approach for empirical revealing self-
principles of analyzing utterances, is suggested. We also outline the main features of self-deception, empirically 
obtained from the self-descriptions.  It is shown how self-deception manifests in verbal intercommunication, 
-deception 
-opposition.   
3 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of Russian Psychological Society. 
1. Introduction  
It is only relatively recently that self-deception has attracted attention of scientific psychology.  So far, there 
has not been established a generally approved conception regarding this phenomenon. In spite of this, every one 
of us has some intuitive, more or less clear understanding of the subject matter, that is to say, the notion seems to 
the problem of self-deception is not that simple and stirs up controversy not 
only within philosophical analysis but also in psychological studies. Philosophers formulate the problem in terms 
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of the paradox of self-deception according to which the object and subject of deception overlap [1], [2], [3], [4]. 
In modern western psychology, self-deception is commonly studied within two trends. The cognitive approach 
deals with the specifics of information processing during the act of self-deception whereas the personality 
approach is focused on finding correlations between self-deception, different traits, and defense mechanisms [5]. 
The development of empirical methods for diagnostics of self-deception is another important field of research.  
The Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding (BIDR), designed by D. Paulhus [6], is considered to be among 
the most widely used instruments. It presents self-deception as one of the two factors which measure social 
desirability.  
It was not our intention to make an overview of up-to-date researches about self-deception, so we can only 
conclude that the majority of studies more or less support the idea of self-deception as a result of unconscious 
mental activity.  That understanding wipes any distinction between the concepts of unconscious defense 
mechanisms and self-deception. Apparently, self-deception is associated with the group of phenomena related to 
defense mechanisms, so the issue is about differentiating one notion from the other in order to determine the 
specific character of self-deception. In this article we will attempt to capture this specificity by viewing self-
deception as a form of a defensive inner dialogue in respect to the realm of self-consciousness. First of all, it is 
necessary to address the paradox of self-deception in a more detailed way and compare the phenomenon of self-
deception with defense mechanisms.  Then, we will introduce our notion concerning inner dialogical nature of 
self-deception,  consider how it manifests itself in speech, external dialogical communication, and the situation of 
psychotherapeutic interaction. 
 
2. Paradox of Self-Deception  
 
Despite the lack of a clear definition, most authors agree that the attribute of self-deception resides in the 
existence of paradox when the deceiver and the deceived is the same person.  The most general definition was 
provided by K. Bach [1] who described self-
 If the paradox is considered solely 
from the epistemological viewpoint, then it occurs to be unsolvable, that leads certain authors (philosophers) to 
deny  the existence of self-deception as the phenomenon of mental life [7]. At the other extreme is the actual 
identification of self-deception with defense mechanisms. For example, R. Gur and G. Sacheim [8] defined the 
basic criteria of self-deception which were accepted by other researchers: the person holds two contrary beliefs 
and sticks to both of at the 
deceiver. The given predicament is accurately pointed by J.-P. Sartre [4] in his criticism against psychoanalytical 
deceived, rather than how she or he deceives her- or himself.   
In their struggle to overcome the contradiction, some researchers (mostly theoreticians) suggest other 
solutions. They exclude from the scope of self-deception completely unconscious processes  and look for dual 
mental states and processes that are in-between awareness and unawareness; the intended and unintended. Some 
authors place self-deception in the domain of dim consciousness, others  base their explanation on the ability of 
consciousness such as intentional partitioning, and still others see the key to the solution of the paradox in the 
idea of multidimensionality of self  [2], [3], [9].  
From our viewpoint, the main indication of self-deception consists exactly in taking opposing points when the 
person both believes and disbelieves in the lie about him- or herself.   Not only the first but also the second 
attitude is present in consciousness, although, the latter of the beliefs is not fully expressed. The idea of self-
deception as inner dialogue permits to understand how it works without the use of unconscious defense 
mechanisms as the means of explanation.  
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3. Self-Deception and defense Mechanisms   
 
The chosen approach provides possibility to relate the notions of self-deception and defense mechanisms 
without reducing one to another. In respect to the realm of self-consciousness their object and goals coincide. In 
both cases, personal self is the object while the goals include the support of positive self-attitude and self-
representation; escape from responsibility; as well as renunciation of necessary self-change at the price of 
distorting truth about oneself. But as it has been already mentioned, it is essential to exclude completely 
unconscious mechanisms which contradict the main criterion of self-deception:  the deceived and the deceiver 
must be the same person.  Under such condition, the notion of self-deception could only be applied to such 
defensive tendencies of self-consciousness which possess certain degree of awareness. In other words, the 
criterion is respected: the person knows the truth but tries to conceal it from her- or himself.  
The defense mechanisms which best fit this description should be found along the lines of rationalization, i.e., 
extended verbalized argumentation, directed towards the protection of personal self [10]. The forms of 
rationalization can be quite diverse: self-justification; discrediting of unacceptable motives and unachievable 
goals; self-enhancement; and many others. An important attribute of rationalization is considered to be deployed 
form of the argumentation process which corresponds to the condition of general awareness. But would it be 
correct to say that the second requirement of self-deception is met: the awareness of the fact of deception or 
distortion of the truth about oneself? The traditional understanding of rationalization denies this suggestion, 
awareness. Does it really work like that? If we view rationalization as an inner dialogical process, the answer to 
this question does not appear as obvious.   
 
4. Self-Deception as Inner Dialogue  
 
-deception (when it seems that there is only one deceived 
person instead of a bifurcated subject) but examine its processing form. Evidently, if there is an active attempt 
made to persuade oneself, then there should be a recipient of this interaction in self-consciousness - the position 
of truthfulness, in which the person pays attention to his or her problems and failures, criticizes her- or himself 
and searches for ways to change him- or herself. Such confrontation could be viewed as a defensive inner 
dialogue between the defending voice, which misrepresents an objective self-perception, and the opposing voice, 
which demands an objective self- contradict a 
desired self-image [11]. Alternately taking one or the other position, she or he becomes separated into two 
entities: the deceiver and the one opposing the deception. This confrontation often turns to be unequal because the 
person identifies her- or himself with the voice of self-deception, trying to reject the counter position that brings 
emotional discomfort. The voice of truth about oneself, which is numbed by the louder voice of self-deception, 
gradually contracts to a vague, unarticulated feeling of self-resentment which can be difficult to define. In our 
opinion, the inner dialogue in such abridged state should be the closest thing to traditional understanding of self-
manifests itself, being experienced by the person as a potential threat.  The latter makes the person repeatedly 
address his defensive arguments. Perhaps, this particular form of self-deception is mentioned by those authors 
who discuss partial self-deception and half-truth about oneself.  
 
5. Self-Deceptive Speech 
 
 The question arises about the observable forms of self-deception; the latter being understood as inner 
dialogue.  In our empirical research we studied spontaneous inner dialogues on the textual material of free self-
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descriptions [12]. There were found and described two types of defensive inner dialogue: unilateral and bilateral 
dialogue. In the case of the bilateral one, both voices are presented in an equal deployed way and are easily 
differentiated by the meaning of utterances. The voice of defense (self-deception) is aimed at self-justification; 
making reasons for refusing changes; self-encouragement; self-deceptive enhancement; and efforts to discredit 
the more attractive but unattainable quality. The voice of self-opposition points out the shortcomings and 
problems and stimulates the subject to solve these troubles and think over the means of self-change. In the texts 
where the unilateral dialogues are predominant, only the voice of defense is explicit. The other voice appears to 
be contracted, leaving behind certain traces of intonation and style. On the grounds of Bakhti
voice, reconstruct the defensive inner dialogue and unfold the process of self-deception. In the course of revealing 
the dialogicality of the outwardly monologic and solid utterances, M. Bakhtin [13] noted that, in spite of its 
 
 
                In our case, two voices are distributed between the meaning (the explicit voice of self-deception) and 
the form of an utterance which indicates the presence of self-opposition and comes into conflict with the meaning. 
excessive self-praise; overabundant argumentation in the descr
represented by the repeated declarations stating the positive view of life; underlined conviction; radical 
of excessiveness 
and artificiality, the existence of the hidden counter position can be indicated by other formal aspects of text, 
showing that the person does not actually believe his own words and does not feel what he or she writes. Among 
them are: the presence of demanding imperatives, subjunctive mood and impersonal constructions as well as the 
logical inconsistencies between different parts of the utterance. The meaning of the listed characteristics is in the 
fact that the voice of doubt and self-criticism is experienced by the person, but she or he tries to numb it by 
various means. The confrontation of these voices distorts the form of the utterance in a certain way by leaving 
er dialogue. 
        The described formal and stylistic specifics of the defensive inner dialogue in written language have 
-deceptive ].  
According to this author, the reason for artificiality and insincerity of such speech, which quite regularly appears 
in the form of an excessively strong statement or exaggeration, consists in the fact that it is not directed towards 
self-disclosure in intercommunication. Its purpose appears to be self-influence. Neurotics try to convince 
emphasizes one important thing: self-deception is not simply expressed in the form of speech but it finds its 
realization in words, i.e. the described utterances become special speech acts, orientated towards deceiving 
oneself. Such understanding is quite similar to our idea about inner-dialogical essence of self-deception.                         
         defense mechanisms also 
conforms well to the approach presented in this article. For example, in his analysis of denial, typical for the 
hypomaniacal personality, Shapiro clearly shows that the speech form of this quite primitive defense mechanism 
has much in common with self-
-encouragement, are preventive in nature. They are used as a means to 
anticipate self-critical and depressive thoughts. These findings permit to see defense mechanisms in a new light.  
Perhaps, in regard to genesis, many types of defense mechanisms have a similar inner dialogical structure which 
is concealed, because of their contracted and reduced form. 
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6. Self-Deception and External Dialogue  
 
-deceptive speech only reflects some inner process; 
rather, this process is realized through it. Just that very fact makes self-deception a not quite internal 
phenomenon. The external unfolding of a defensive inner dialogue makes it possible to involve the third party  
the actual Other  in the drama of self-deception and to pursue the manipulative purpose of increasing self-
influence. When a person vaguely feels the weakness of his or her defensive attitude, she or he seeks the support 
from the Other. With this confirmation the defensive position becomes more solid, due to the   external 
objectification. Thus, self-deceptive speech acts are directed right towards convincing oneself by convincing the 
psychologist or psychotherapist, close people, friends and casual acquaintances. In case of a written self-
representation, the logic of external communication remains. Even if the Other is currently absent, the text is still 
orientated towards gaining the approval of an implied reader.  
-
deception comes to an appointment, unconsciously hoping that a psychotherapist will provide a reassuring 
response to his or her defensive attitude.  And the weight of such approval, expected from an authority figure, is 
considerably greater when compared to an ordinary circle of people. This motivates the client to use all his wealth 
of verbal expression in the course of unfolding his or her defensive position. Such exteriorization of a defensive 
inner dialogue into interpersonal space, that includes a psychotherapist, facilitates monitoring, awareness and 
future correction of self-deception. The external talking over a defensive position kind of objectifies this belief for 
the client himself. The person begins to feel the falseness and exaggerated nature of his or her own words. In turn, 
this revives the hidden counter voice. Sometimes it's enough to hear oneself. But other times, it requires the help 
dialogue of the client and reinforces the voice of self-opposition. This way the situation of psychotherapeutic 
contact can stimulate the involution of self-deception from its contracted and reduced state towards the extended 
bilateral inner dialogue by strengthening the position of truth about oneself.   
 
7. Conclusion  
 
In the article we suggest viewing self-deception as an external speech form of a defensive inner dialogue. We 
have shown that this approach makes it possible to find ways to solve the seemingly unsolvable paradox of self-
deception.  If the latter is considered as a process of dialogical interaction between the voices of deception and 
truth about oneself, then it becomes possible to retrace its course of forming from the extended confrontation of 
these attitudes to the stage when the second voice becomes contracted and reduced but does not completely 
disappear from consciousness.  We designed a method to reveal self-deception in external speech based on 
-deception, which 
were empirically obtained from the self- -
-
deception and what was the contribution of the actual Other to its forming and realization. We described how the 
-deception by reinforcing and 
-opposition.  Thus, this article demonstrates the heuristic value of the inner 
dialogue approach to self-deception not only from the viewpoint of understanding its mechanisms and nature but 
also in regard to its diagnostics and correction. 
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